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when three is 
not a crowd
new trends in governance
most people would agree that cross-sector collaboration is 
a great idea. yet, very few have actually invested resources 
into this area. why is this so?
The biggest reason why it’s been slow to get cross-
sector collaboration moving on a large scale is simply 
organisational inertia. Organisations set up structures and 
processes that take on a life on their own. It’s never in 
anybody’s KPI (key performance indicator) or performance 
evaluation to have reached out to other organisations. 
So you tend to get collaboration, especially between 
businesses and NGOs (non-governmental organisations), 
or governments and NGOs, after something has blown 
up and there’s a crisis that forces people to realise that if 
they don’t reach out beyond their own organisations, bad 
stuff is going to happen. It’s not unheard of but it’s fairly 
rare for people to be more proactive, more far-seeing in 
thinking about things. It's not the natural thing for an 
organisation to do.
are there good examples of organisations which have looked 
into cross-sector collaboration in a proactive manner, and 
not because of a crisis? 
The numbers are growing. For example, Unilever reached 
out to Oxfam a few years ago for help with understanding 
its impact on poverty. Zurich Insurance started a 
collaboration last year on community flood prevention 
measures with the International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies. 
But most leaders haven’t been trained to think of 
big societal problems as business opportunities for 
potentially profitable collaboration. Corporate CEOs are 
not  necessarily trained and socialised to think about what 
the responsibility of business is for its impacts beyond the 
financial bottom line. If you look at how business schools 
train people who are going into the business community, 
you’ll see that they train them not to look at the issues, 
except as risks to be managed. Yet, as for opportunities 
and responsibilities to be addressed, it’s fairly rare for a 
business school to make that part of the mentality of its 
graduates.
is the training in business schools changing?
Business schools are going through an identity crisis 
right now. What are they for? They’re not professional 
accreditors in the way that a medical or law school is. 
You can do very well in business never having gone to 
business school. 
The standard curriculum has been built up around certain 
assumptions about what it is you need to know in order 
to work in business. It’s not clear that the curriculum 
completely corresponds to what actually leads to success. 
A curriculum that recognises that you’re going to face 
wicked problems that can blow up in your face would 
need to train students to do stakeholder management 
of a whole new kind. Now, you don't see a lot of those 
courses in business schools. There are a few exceptions, 
such as one course on tri-sector collaboration at Harvard 
Business School, with individual faculty trying to figure 
out how you do this broader scope, but for the most part, 
it gets subsumed into the optional courses in corporate 
ethics, which are much more narrowly defined. 
What is starting to happen is the conversation about a 
world in which the sectors are blurring—what business, 
government and civil society are individually responsible 
for. There is at least the beginnings of a discussion about 
whether this is the right curriculum. But things like 
curricula are very embedded. You have to get accredited 
according to certain criteria. The faculty has to publish 
in certain journals that have certain expectations about 
"so you Tend To geT collaboraTion, especially 
beTween businesses and ngos (non-governmenTal 
organisaTions), or governmenTs and ngos, afTer 
someThing has blown up and There’s a crisis ThaT 
forces people To realise ThaT if They don’T reach 
ouT beyond Their own organisaTions, bad sTuff is 
going To happen."
professor ann florini is Professor of Public Policy at 
the School of Social Sciences at Singapore Management 
University (SMU) and Non-resident Senior Fellow at the 
Brookings Institution in Washington, DC. Her research 
focuses on new approaches to global governance, 
including the roles of civil society and the private sector 
in addressing global issues. 
Florini was Senior Associate at the Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace from 1997 to 2002, and she served 
as research director of the Rockefeller Brothers Fund 
Project on World Security from 1996 to 1997. From 1987 
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for International and Strategic Affairs at UCLA. She 
worked for the United Nations Association of the USA 
from 1983 to 1987, and created and directed the Project 
on Multilateral Issues and Institutions. 
She is the author of four books including the highly 
acclaimed The Coming Democracy: New Rules for Running 
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the critical challenges in today’s world call for nothing 
short of a collective effort across business, government 
and civil society. ann florini delves into the complexities 
beneath tri-sector collaborations and explains why 
rigorous leadership training for cross-sector work  
is needed.
Source: Cyril Ng/ Singapore Management University
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malcontent.  but how easy is it for companies to engage ngos?
Companies respond to NGOs on several grounds. Mostly, 
they have a vague sense that they are supposed to be 
engaging stakeholders. But figuring out which one to 
engage is extremely hard to do. An NGO can be one 
individual malcontent who’s managed to get himself 
legally recognised, or it can be an umbrella organisation 
with millions of people. It can be an organisation that is 
out to make trouble, or it can be one that actively wants to 
help businesses transform themselves. There’s no way to 
know without talking to them, and there’s no short cut to 
that process, unfortunately. So this collaboration theme 
we’re talking about fundamentally depends on building 
up trust and knowledge of each other.
and yet, we’re starting to see more of the tri-sector 
collaborations taking place as business organisations realise 
they can no longer address the issues on their own. is this 
becoming a choice of last resort, or is it a new normal?
I think tri-sector collaboration is a rich phenomenon, 
and it’s going to be here for a while. But essentially, we’re 
moving away from a world where you could see business, 
government and civil society organisations playing 
fundamentally different roles. The role of business was to 
create wealth for society, provide goods and services, and 
employ people and pay taxes; corporate citizenship was 
about a bit of charity on the side. The government’s role 
was to make sure it regulated business such that there 
were few harmful externalities from business operations 
and there was a just legal system that put everybody on 
an equal playing field. Obviously, things never operated 
quite that cleanly, but these were the purposes of the 
different types of organisations. The role of NGOs was 
advocacy to businesses and the government sector, plus 
allowing people to organise themselves and to carry on 
whatever they wanted to do that wasn’t business and 
government. 
They were very clear straightforward roles, but that’s 
not what it is anymore. It’s all blurring together. This is 
having two kinds of impact. One shows up in rule-making 
in a globalised world where the economy consists of 
global interaction while regulatory structures are still 
what constitutes appropriate research areas. So there’s 
a lot of inertia in the system about how we train people.
greenpeace as a civil society organisation is well known 
for having a strong anti-corporate advocacy angle to their 
work. yet they have chosen to partner asia pulp & paper, 
the world's third largest paper company, to improve their 
environmental performance. what does this mean for cross-
sector collaboration? how should non-profits in particular 
understand these developments?
Many advocacy organisations are becoming more concerned 
with concrete problem-solving, and the Greenpeace example 
is a really interesting one. When Kumi Naidoo1 took over at 
Greenpeace, it was a real shift for the organisation in the 
type of questions it was looking at. Rather than looking at 
environment as though it was some kind of a stand-alone 
issue, it has become much more incorporated in a broader 
social justice, civil society activism kind of framework, 
recognising that the poor suffer most from environmental 
degradation. And rather than only engaging in public 
campaigns, Greenpeace and others are increasingly working 
with businesses to bring about the needed changes in 
practices. What they’re doing in Indonesia isn't just with Asia 
Pulp and Paper. They started with Golden Agri-Resources, 
which came to the conclusion that Greenpeace was in some 
significant ways, right about the need for change. 
There are a number of other NGOs that do the same 
thing. The Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) in the US 
specialises in working closely with corporations to bring 
about change from the inside and they’ve been wildly 
successful at it. And there’s a wide range of potential NGO 
partners for businesses. You can classify NGOs into two 
general categories—the service providers and the advocacy 
organisations. It is extremely common for service providers 
to shift towards advocacy over time because they begin to 
realise that the services to be provided are the result of 
systemic problems that have to be dealt with on a large 
scale. This then requires them to be advocates.
so it sounds like companies are now engaging non-profits 
rather than have them do open space protest, preferring to 
meet in the boardroom to pre-empt some of that dissent or 
almost entirely national. Standards that cross borders 
by definition can’t be set by a single government, and 
there is no world government with regulatory authority, 
so international rule-making often has space for a wider 
variety of actors on anything from product standards to 
principles for responsible investment to codes of conduct 
on labour practices in the apparel industry. 
So a lot of rule-making is now happening as tri-sector 
collaboration, often going by other names such as multi-
stakeholder initiatives or public-private partnerships. 
In many cases, the resulting standards are voluntary, 
in the sense that no government will put you in prison 
for failure to comply, but the pressures to abide by the 
standards are sufficiently strong that the regulatory 
effect is significant. If you have a situation where the 
world’s leading corporations in a given area are the ones 
who are making the regulatory standards globally for 
their businesses, and everyone is going along with them 
(because you have to have some sort of standards), well, 
you have a governmental function without governmental 
accountability mechanisms. 
Civil society gets involved because they are trying to 
create some kind of accountability system, but who are 
they and who are they accountable to? Essentially, we’re 
inventing ad-hoc ways of governing problems that cross 
national borders. We are leaving behind a world run 
almost entirely by national governments and developing 
a messy, rich, complex set of governing systems that 
involve all organisations from all three sectors. No one 
knows where this is leading.
The other kind of collaboration you see tends to be more 
issue- or problem-focused. Companies are having to 
re-think their core business operations in terms of how 
they contribute to addressing larger problems than the 
immediate products and services they provide: Coca-Cola 
has to care about water stress, Nestle has to care about 
the living situations of cocoa farmers, etc. So you have 
specific projects where you have business, government 
and civil society actors working together. You see more 
of that particularly on issues related to environmental 
sustainability where, for reasons I don’t fully understand, 
there seems to be more of this than in other areas. 
This is where the EDF has been really active, bringing 
together coalitions of NGOs and businesses to work with 
governments on the kinds of standards to set, and the 
kinds of problems that need to be solved. 
you mentioned how tri-sector collaboration is a bridge to 
something we can yet tell. what would the "unknown" be? 
how could it evolve?
The easy speculation will be to ask, “Is this leading to 
something like a world government where you go back 
to the normal division across the sectors, but with a 
government that corresponds on the global scale of 
business?” I do not think that will ever happen in any 
formally-constituted way because the scale is too large 
for a single unified government. Human institutions 
couldn’t function well on that large a scale. 
What we’re increasingly going to see is what are currently 
called social enterprises or benefit corporations—a 
business sector that has a model that is not simply 
focused on financial value creation. The legal models 
that we currently have for businesses in many parts of 
the world pretty much require them to focus primarily on 
creating financial value. Why? There’s no need for that to 
be the sole focus. 
Professor Florini at Brookings Institution. Source: Jared Tham.
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So now in the US, more than half of the fifty states have 
passed legislation that allow companies to incorporate 
themselves as benefit corporations, which legally 
allows them to try to maximise other values in addition 
to financial profits. They still have to end up being 
profitable. They still have investors and they may have 
shareholders, but they are also able to include in their 
articles of incorporation that they aim to accomplish other 
goals beyond financial profits. This is significant in the 
litigious United States because benefit corporations can’t 
then be sued by shareholders for doing things that may 
detract from short-term financial profit maximisation in 
favour of other goals. There are similar laws in the UK 
and spreading elsewhere, and we are going to see more 
of that kind of model. 
We are also seeing many organisations that started off as 
NGOs moving into the for-profit space on the other side. 
I think this side of things is much more familiar to the 
social innovation audience. They see a problem they want 
to solve — they may start off purely as a charity, foundation 
or an NGO. They then say they’re going to set up a social 
enterprise that makes a point of hiring people who are 
otherwise unemployable. But as they get to a larger scale, 
they may say: “What I actually want to do is to solve a much 
bigger problem—how do I provide sanitation services in 
India where much of the population does not have access 
to them. Well, governments aren’t doing it, so I can’t rely 
on them to do so. I need capital and a financial model 
that is sustainable, but my ultimate goal is still providing 
the services to people whom markets and governments 
are not otherwise serving.” The business model that 
allows them to do that is where we’re heading, but there 
is so much inertia in the existing business model that 
is focused on financial profit maximisation, especially 
short-term profit maximisation. 
There is now a re-think of what capitalism is about, 
and you can see all this coming out in books like Roger 
Martin’s wonderful book, “Fixing the Game,” on casino 
capitalism. You see figures about how half of the trades 
on some stock markets are now hyper-speed trades. These 
are not investors looking for companies that have value 
over time. They are investors looking at making profit 
in the next few seconds or milliseconds. It’s nothing 
but gambling. Whose interest does it serve? It’s hard to 
see how it is in the interest of societies to have that be 
the model for business. I think the pressures are going 
to build to change the legal structures and the socially 
acceptable behaviour will be built into new ways of 
thinking about what the role of business is.
could you elaborate on the role of transparency in tri-sector 
collaborations?
Transparency plays two roles that are really relevant 
to tri-sector collaborations. The first is this question of 
accountability. If you’re concerned that a business is 
behaving in a way that isn’t good for society, and that 
business is part of a collaboration, getting it to share 
information with government and with civil society is a 
way of holding it in part accountable. You can imagine 
structures where a business might say I’m willing to give 
you, my trusted NGO, this information, but I’m not willing 
for you to make it public. Then it becomes the question 
about the credibility of the NGO in the eyes of our society. 
The other way transparency gets used a lot is as a regulatory 
tool. Here, the classic example is a regulation that China 
has just passed, on environmentally toxic discharges. 
This has become the standard way which governments 
regulate toxic releases—they don’t tell corporations that 
they can’t release the stuff, they just make them report 
publicly on what they’re releasing. 
This is something that started in the US in the mid-1980s, 
in response to Union Carbide’s disastrous emissions in 
Bhopal, in a law called the Community Right-to-Know-Act. 
The government created the regulatory act for business, 
but it was then that the civil society organisations picked 
up the information and ran with it. The media didn’t 
pick this up nearly as much as the NGOs, who put this 
information in a user-friendly form on the Internet.  
All the OECD countries now have such disclosure-
based regulations on toxics. Indonesia has a related 
model that consists of colour-coding factories, in 
terms of their environmental compliance. Mexico has 
a related model and China’s just passed its regulation 
this year on requiring the disclosure of this kind of 
environmental information.  
Requiring disclosure is something the government 
does. Businesses are actually the ones who have to 
aggregate the information and put it out. This often 
forces them to think about wasteful practices they have 
not thought about before. They may improve their 
practices because they realise they’re wasting money 
by letting their stuff go down the drainpipe. The civil 
society organisations are the ones who then put the 
information in a form that has a public impact that puts 
pressure on the businesses.
Only if all parts of that cycle are operating do you actually 
get significant change. If they are all operating, you get 
transformational change in business practices, but the 
regulations have to be designed right. 
so would you say it’s a self-reinforcing mechanism?
It can be and you don't necessarily get a race to the top 
where everybody wants to be the great performer. Often, 
it’s just that nobody wants to be at the bottom! So you 
get a steady ratcheting up of compliance because nobody 
wants to be the one that the NGOs target as the worst 
performer in this area. But it often doesn’t work if you 
don't have the NGOs in place, if the businesses cheat and 
the government doesn't hold them accountable for it. But 
when it does work, it’s very powerful.
are there prominent examples of tri-sector collaborations 
that you could say contribute to best practice and could be 
held up as examples to others? 
There are certainly examples of people who are trying hard 
to do some really good things. But I object immediately 
to the term “best practice” because essentially what 
we’re talking about are models of both economic and 
political innovation that are coming together. Those are 
inherently context-dependent. So rather than say they are 
best practices, you can say there are certain principles 
that you want to pay attention to. 
There are two reasons to do tri-sector collaboration. The 
first is to deal with some negative externality that is 
imposed by current practices. An example is pollution 
or human trafficking in labour forces, or nasty side 
effects of business operations that are not intentional 
by businesses, and they’d be perfectly happy to avoid 
these side effects if they could figure out how. Tri-sector 
collaboration here makes a lot of sense because you bring 
in the NGOs who have expertise on what the effects 
actually are.
The other area where you need tri-sector collaboration 
is in the provision of public goods, things that market 
forces will never provide on their own. What constitutes 
a public good as opposed to something the market can 
provide is something that is very contested. Water is a 
"so a loT of rule making is now happening 
as Tri-secTor collaboraTion, ... if you have 
a siTuaTion where The world’s leading 
corporaTions in a given area are The ones  
who are making The regulaTory sTandards 
globally for Their businesses, and everyone 
is going along wiTh Them..., well, you have a 
governmenTal funcTion wiThouT governmenTal 
accounTabiliTy mechanisms."
Professor Florini with students of MTSC at SMU, alongside  
faculty members Francis Fukuyama and Roger Leeds. Source: SMU. 
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1 Kumi Naidoo, a South African, fled his country as a teenager  
 because of his involvement with the African National Congress.  
 During his exile in England, he earned his doctorate in Political  
 Sociology at Oxford. His earlier activist background together  
 with his academic and intellectual credentials make him a very  
 logical interlocutor.
great example. Should water be considered a public good 
or a private good? It’s certainly a private good in the 
technical sense, in that you can package it, contain it, 
sell it to another person and they use it up. It’s a public 
good in that your society collapses if you don’t have it and 
that the systems needed to provide are usually beyond 
the capacity of market forces to create. It also has a harsh 
reality: if people are too poor to afford what pure market 
forces provide in the absence of any other provision, they 
will die, and limiting demand by death is not a socially 
acceptable approach. 
It’s the same with education. At what level is it public 
responsibility to provide educational services, and 
therefore you want the government to tax people to make 
them contribute to the provision of that good? And to 
what degree is it something that people will benefit 
from personally and therefore they should pay for 
it themselves?  
It’s in all those areas, where it’s not clear who’s responsible 
for what, that you have the most potential for tri-sector 
collaboration for doing something really significant. This 
is because you can essentially have what some people 
refer to as “different colours of money.” To some degree, 
it may be a pure public good, and government and charity 
should put some funding in. But you also have businesses 
doing some aspects that are profitable, and having them 
provide that much of the good means that governments 
and charities don't have to put in as much.
Tri-sector collaboration requires some kind of framework for 
accountability and governance in order for some degree of 
trust to be built around the stakeholders. in some countries 
however, these may not exist or may be fractured in the way 
it operates. how can tri-sector collaboration operate without 
that bedrock of understanding? 
It can't, and these efforts at collaboration frequently 
fail because the trust or the capacity isn’t built up, or 
the initial clarity on whether there were complementary 
goals going in, was never established in the first place. 
But there are processes that can be used to build up the 
relationships and trust, such as scenario development, 
particularly the transformational scenarios approach of 
Adam Kahane. There’s a whole series of methodologies 
that you can use to bring people together. Business 
schools and consultancies do these things all the time. 
How do you facilitate bringing people together in a 
conversation? This is the stage before you can make a 
tri-sector collaboration happen. 
 
or a way of aligning their different objectives and finding 
common ground?
They may never have common ground; they just have to 
not have opposed ground. They have to be able to remind 
one another they are not acting in opposition to each other. 
I can give you one example of a two-sector, not a tri-sector 
one. The EDF went to McDonald’s many years ago and 
this was in the days when McDonald’s was using mostly 
styrofoam containers. EDF worked with McDonald’s to 
persuade them that firstly, this was a really bad thing 
to do for the environment, and secondly, it wasn’t really 
necessarily in McDonald’s interest. It took a long time 
to develop the relationship that would make it possible 
for McDonald’s to make a really significant change in its 
business operations, but it did! You’re seeing more and 
more of these kinds of relationships building up. 
could you tell us more about the master of Tri-sector 
collaboration programme launched by singapore management 
university (smu) this year?
The reason that SMU has so enthusiastically set up the 
Master of Tri-Sector Collaboration programme is in part 
because nobody else is doing it, even though it is so 
clearly needed. 
We spent a lot of time looking around the world trying to 
find models of something that we could draw on, and we 
found very little. We’re not necessarily talking about best 
practices because I think the experience in Asia would be 
so different, but just something to start with. We found 
few people who have given thought to how you could 
bridge these different sectors and what skills people need 
in order to do so. We have come up with a curriculum 
that to us makes sense. 
Although we are still very new, I have been struck by the 
great interest in this programme, both in Singapore and 
overseas. People all over the world look at our brochure 
and say, “Yes, this is needed, this is important.” So I’m 
hoping that SMU is going to be in the position of starting 
something that is a broader movement towards a deeper 
engagement about how we train people, how we educate 
people to successfully work across sectors. In addition, 
I hope that we can become the hub of a global movement 
that is facilitating this kind of successful collaboration 
that the world so badly needs.
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Lab2. Source: Kennisland, www.flickr.com/photos/
kl/8736916803/in/set-72157633317794808/lightbox/. CC 
BY-SA 2.0
